ABSTRACT From the beginning of the nineteenth century, British memsahibs, the wives of officials, military officers, missionaries, and merchants, consistently expounded an image of Indians to the female reading public in Britain through their letters and diaries to female relatives, and through published autobiographies, advice manuals, articles, and advice columns in womens periodicals. Since servants were the group of Indians with whom memsahibs 
advice columns for womens periodicals, especially in the Englishwomans Domestic Journal (EDM) and the Queen.
Samuel Orchard Beeton published both these journals, and his wife Isabella was a major force in editing EDM. Begun in 1852, EDM cost only two pence instead of the usual one shilling for a monthly; by 1860 it had a circulation of 50,000. [3] The Queen sought a wide and wealthy readership, and reputedly Queen Victoria and her daughters contributed to it. [4] Often, the women authors in these journals did not provide their full names, and literary scholars postulate that many women writers avoided publicity by using their initials, pseudonyms, or by writing anonymously. [5] Numerous memsahibs would follow these practices and in their articles would identify themselves thus. Their writing graphically described the Indian landscape surrounding their homes, their daily domestic routine, and their social activities.
During the nineteenth century servants were the only group of Indians with whom memsahibs had substantial contact. Domestics were an indispensable part of everyday life for most British families in India, and in many cases, the memsahibs children developed fond attachments to these servants. [6] Because of their varied experiences with and heavy reliance on them, memsahibs wrote at great length about their Indian servants in their correspondence with their mothers, sisters, and female cousins, as well as in their published works. These sources collectively constructed and disseminated images of Indians for British female readers. Since the Indian servants were the main links between memsahibs India and Indians India, it seems inevitable that memsahibs relationship with their domestics would shape their attitude towards the Indians in general.
Throughout the nineteenth century memsahibs arrived in India with assumptions about how many domestics to employ, what to expect in the way of service from them, and how to deal with them all based at least to some extent on instructions from manuals intended for families in Britain. In India, only the very wealthy kept a large number of domestics. A family with an annual income of £1000 to £1500 could afford to employ 5 to 6 servants, but lower-middle and middle-middle class families were able to maintain no more than three servants in Britain. [7] The majority of the memsahibs who came to India were of middle to lower-middle class background. [8] After their arrival, memsahibs were astonished to discover that in India British families, irrespective of their income, kept a large number of servants.
In 1806, Mrs Sherwood (following the common practice of not providing her full name) wrote that while she and her husband lived in Fort
William, Calcutta, they had 15 servants. [9] In 1839 Emma Walter, of Dusa Cantonment in Bombay Presidency, recorded in her journal that they had only the servants they required and yet they had 19 servants. Thomas Maitland clearly described this fear when she wrote on 9 January 1839, If my child were to stay long in the country, it would be worthwhile to send for an English nurse, but as it is, I hope to bring her home before it becomes of any consequence and meanwhile I keep her as much as possible with me, so that the child would not learn native languages and all sorts of mischief with them and grow like Hindus. [20] To avoid dealing with Indian servants, some memsahibs chose Indian and cook, Mrs Gutherie concluded that Christian servants were a most unprincipled set of people, for they were hypocrites who professed any religion to serve a purpose. [23] In 1864, one former memsahib who had lived in India for seven years advised India-bound memsahibs, As much as possible, secure for your servants a set of unmitigated heathens. Converts are usually arrant humbugs. [24] It is also possible that many memsahibs held such a discriminatory view toward Indian Christians for fear that the common ground of religion might set the masters and servants on similar footing instead of emphasizing the class and social difference between them. Memsahibs also confronted the unfamiliar situation of dealing with male domestics. During the nineteenth century in Britain, the proportion of men in domestic service slowly declined as new jobs were created in factories, offices, and schools. Since the wages for male servants were higher than for females, only very rich families employed men in specific roles as footmen and butlers, as most Britons felt that men servants for indoors were a luxury not many people could afford. Furthermore, as Davidoff and Hall argue, middle-class women in Britain found it difficult to deal with adult male servants because they lacked the aura of born lady to counteract stereotypes of female inferiority. [30] However, in India, all servants except the ayahs were men. The majority of the Indian servants employed by memsahibs were landless laborers from the outlying areas of Bengal, Madras, and Bombay Presidencies attracted to work for the British families by the higher wages they paid. Since domestic jobs were perceived in Britain as womens work, in the eyes of the memsahibs these Indian male domestics were placed in the domestic sphere that belonged to women. Some memsahibs commented negatively upon the apparently prevalent practice of beating servants. One former memsahib, advising her readers against using physical force, reasoned in a manual:
I am often told ... that the better a native is treated the more ungrateful he is; but I can not divest myself of the idea that he is if a very bad specimen of the man and brother at all events, a fellow creature, and I really can not persuade myself or others that it does well to treat him like a brute. [46] In 1882, another former memsahib also expressed the same sentiment when she wrote: If they are treated like dogs, cuffed here and kicked there, very naturally they will render you grudging service, will lie, cheat, steal, and circumvent, and think it fair play. [47] The argument against corporal punishment shows both that some memsahibs disapproved of it and that it occurred often enough to be a subject that needed to be addressed in advice manuals and articles.
Writing about the domestic sphere gave women entry to the public sphere. Assuming the roles of experts in dealing with their servants whom they saw as superstitious, unintelligent, dirty, lazy, and dishonest, memsahibs created an identity for themselves as specialists on household management in India. Since memsahibs had the most contact with their indigenous servants, they generalised this image for the entire Indian population. By positioning the Indians negatively in relation to the British, they contributed to the imperial discourse. [48] Although works of memsahibs like The Letters of Eliza Fay had been available to the public since 1817, from the late 1860s there is an increase in the number of publications by memsahibs and to some extent in the hostility with which they described Indians. The Indian rebellion of 1857 directly and indirectly accounts for this change. During the rebellion British men, women, and children were massacred as were Indians. Obviously, outrage at the massacre of the British provoked a change of attitude in writers and created a market for personal narratives of domestic heroism in the Empire. Once the rebels were crushed, the administration of India was transferred from the East India Company to the Crown, and more British wives came to India with their husbands and wrote about their experiences.
By publishing their private writings for the female reading public, they identified themselves, as one ex-memsahib wrote, as part of the Great Empire. [49] But 1857 was a watershed year not only for administrative changes. In their advice manuals memsahibs reiterated the physical, moral, sexual, and intellectual inferiority of the Indian servant, and from the 1850s onward, wider political and scientific discourse on race fuelled the feelings In the 1860s and 1870s, memsahibs for the first time referred to the Indians as monkeys reflecting the influence of Social Darwinism into their discourse. Mrs Gutherie described her ayah as very small, and very black, and as she sat in her low chair, or on the ground, with her skinny arms round the fair child, she looked exactly like a monkey wrapped up in white muslin. [62] Another memsahib wrote that a great majority of Indian merchants have arms, legs, and body bare, and squat upon their shopboards or their doorsteps in attitudes strongly reminding one of the monkey tribes. [63] By presenting the Indians as subhuman, memsahibs not only justified their claims to rule but also echoed the basic tenets of Social Darwinism. [64] The hierarchical class system was the dominant influence on the relationship between mistress and domestics in India as it was in Britain.
However, religion, race, and gender issues all added special complications to the power structure in India. In Britain, memsahibs had held domestics in low esteem, but this perception of servants was in general further lowered in India because of the skin color of the indigenous population. Religious, social, cultural, and linguistic differences between the memsahibs and their
Indian domestics further contributed to the memsahibs highly negative attitude towards their indigenous servants. Because the servants were of other religions, memsahibs described them as morally inferior. Furthermore, as male domestics were performing womens jobs, memsahibs perceived them as effeminate. These were, then, the images of the Indian domestics memsahibs constructed for their female relatives and readers even before Notes
